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Sexual Dimorphism in Coloration in the Viper Cerastes vipera L. 

Hymen Marx * 

Sexual dimorphism in the color pattern of snakes is relatively rare 
(Davis, 1936) . Burger and Smith (1950) have shown that in Bothro ps 
atrox the young males have the last inch of their tails yellow, but not 
the females. Richmond (1954) reported that male hatchlings of Abastor 
erythrogrammus have darker and larger spots on the underside of their 
tails than the females. Klauber (1956: pp. 193 and 656) states that 
sexual dimorphism in coloration is not important in rattlesnakes but 
is evident in Crotalus horridus, the females being nearly always yel- 
lowish and the males generally black. 

It has been reported (Boulenger, 1896; Anderson, 1898; Scortecci, 
1939) that some specimens of Cerastes vipera have black tails. In no 
instance was there any attempt to correlate the sex and coloration of 
the tail. 

The Chicago Natural History Museum and the United States Na- 
tional Museum have 82 specimens (40 males and 42 females) of 
Cerastes vipera from several localities in Egypt and one from Tripoli. 
The majority of these animals were collected by Mr. Harry Hoogstraal 
and Dr. Robert E. Kuntz from August, 1949, through October, 1957. 
Eight specimens were captive animals without data. 

The male Cerastes vipera ranges in size from 81 mm. to 376 mm., 
including three embryos. The female Cerastes vipera ranges in size from 
172 mm. to 484 mm. All but one of the forty-two females, regardless 
of size, have a black tail. The black color extends anteriorly along 
the tail for one-half to two-thirds its entire length. Occasionally there 
may be one or two narrow light bands interrupting the continuity of 
the black coloration. In the one exception (US NM 128210) the ground 
color of the tail of this female is like that of the body with light tan 
ground color and darker blotches. 

All but six of the fort y males have tails with the same coloration 
as the body, with only the very tip of the terminal scute black. Five 
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males have the tail ringed with black and light tan and one additional 
male has a black tail. But the color of the tail of this exceptional 
individual (US N M 134974) is not as dark as the tail coloration of 
the females. 

The coloration appears to be under immediate genetic control for 
it appears in advanced embryos and is constant throughout life. 

Sexual dimorphism is also evident in the relative length of the tail 
compared to total length (males: 0.09-0.14 [mean 0.103] ; females: 
0.07-0.09 [mean 0.081] ) and in the number of ventrals (males: 103-122 [ 
mean 113.3] ; females : 113-122 [mean 117.7]). 

I have also examined twenty-five specimens of Cerastes cerastes L. 
from Tunisia, Algeria, Egypt, and Arabia. It is also worth noting 
that there is no sexual dimorphism of coloration in this other member 
of the genus. 

I wish to thank Mr. Harry Hoogstraal, Dr. Robert E. Kuntz and 
their associates of the United States Naval Medical Research Unit 
No. 3, Cairo, Egypt, for they collected almost all of the examined 
material. I am also grateful to Dr. Doris Cochran, for the loan of 
the material from the United States National Museum. 
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